
Usability and the User Experience
How Your Visitors Think...



A little bit about myself...

Clara Hall

Acting Director, Office of Design

10 years in IIP

Web and Graphic Design Background

Certified User Experience Analyst (CXA)

Certified Usability Analyst (CUA)

Our team provides our bureau with insights and recommendations at every stage of 

the design and development process through user research, analytics, and 

evaluation.



Goals for today

● What is User Experience?

● Understand some of the psychology concepts that affect web 

design

● How to create User-Friendly Web Content

● What is Emotional Design? Usability Vs. user Experience

● IIP research and evaluation tools and how to take advantage 

of them



What is User Experience?



User Experience refers to a person's emotions and attitudes 

about using a particular product, system or service.

















Psychology concepts that affect the user experience



Attention and Perception



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IGQmdoK_ZfY

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IGQmdoK_ZfY


Inattentional blindness

Missing something in plain sight because attention is 

focused elsewhere



Our attention and perception is biased
Goals, Context, Prior experience



Goals



Context



Context



Prior Experience



Memory and Knowledge



Short Term Memory (STM)

No memory, 
no problem..



euRCiAUsSriRsFBi



EUR CIA DOS FBI



What you can do:

● Change the color of visited links

● Repeat search queries on search results page

● Avoid placing labels within form fields

● Use breadcrumbs 

● Present all related info on the same screen

● Make it easy to compare products: use tables for easy comparison





Long Term Memory (LTM)



Types of LTM

● Declarative memory

● Semantic

● Procedural memory



What you can do

● Choose a medium that communicates best. Words, 

Images, Video.

● Integrate verbal and visual elements.

● Use Recognition rather than Recall.



A Simple Guide to Eggs

Grade AA - A “Grade AA” egg will stand up tall.  The yolk is 

firm and the area covered by the white is small.  There is a 

large proportion of thick white to thin white.

Grade A-A “Grade A” egg covers a relatively small area.  The 

yolk is round and upstanding.  The thick white is large in 

proportion to the think white and stands fairly well around the 

yolk.

Grade B-A “Grade G” egg spreads out more.  The yolk is 

flattened and there is about as much (or more) think white as 

think white.







Mental Models

● What the user believes about the system, platform, website in 

front of them. 

● Allow people to predict interactions and outcomes

● Based on beliefs, not logic

● Formed by:

○ Past experiences

○ Culture

○ Context



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TudFAEUkR9Y

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TudFAEUkR9Y


We rely on prior knowledge



Problem Solving

● We rely on heuristics to solve problems.

● We break goals into subgoals



What you can do:

● Reduce processes to manageable steps

● Shorter forms increase conversion

● Set expectations for “complex” processes

● Avoid distractions





160% more 

forms submitted



Decision Making





What you can do:

● Filters support decision-making strategies

● Do not overwhelm visitors with many links to the same 

location.

● Do not overwhelm visitors with too 

many options in the Categories

sidebar.



Visual Perception And The Design Principles Of Gestalt
Proximity, Similarity, Figure/Ground



Proximity



What you can do:

● Group related Graphic User Interface (GUI)  

elements together

● Use white space to organize content.



Form fields near each other appear related



Use grouping and white space to organize content



iTunes' Violation of the Proximity Guideline



Similarity



How many groups do you see?



What you can do:

● Links must be presented uniformly and clearly identifiable.

● We can use color, font size and type, highlighting, etc. to 

distinguish between and mark the types of content before a 

user reads them. 

● Website headers play another essential role in organizing and 

building well-structured content for search engine crawling 

and for the reader.



Connectedness is stronger than similarity





What you can do:

● Connect related links or buttons by adding them to the 

same drop-down menu.

● Use the same bullet shapes, colors, or numbering system 

(such as Roman numerals, Arabic numbers, etc.) on list 

items to group them with each other.

● Display functions of a similar nature, such as login, sign 

up, and forgotten password, so that they are related, inside 

a frame or colored rectangle.





Figure/Ground



What you can do:

● Design buttons that look clickable

● Develop links with hover state

● Use overlays to focus attention







User-Friendly Web Content
7 tips for a better website...



1. Keep content as concise as possible



What you can do:

● Get to the point as quickly as possible.

● Cut out unnecessary information.

● Use easy-to-understand, shorter, common words and phrases.

● Avoid long paragraphs and sentences.

● Use time-saving and attention-grabbing writing techniques, such using numbers instead 

of spelling them out. Use "1,000" as opposed to "one thousand," which facilitates scanning 

and skimming.

● Test your writing style using readability formulas that gauge how easy it is to get 

through your prose. The Readability Test Tool allows you to plug in a URL, then gives 

you scores based on popular readability formulas such as the Flesch Kincaid Reading 

Ease.  

Good Read

http://www.webpagefx.com/tools/read-able/
https://raventools.com/blog/ultimate-list-of-online-content-readability-tests/


2. Avoid boring titles



What you can do:

● Informative: "How the Right Nutrition Can Strengthen Your Kids' Bones."

● Inquisitive: “Security Updates. Are You At Risk?”

● The Best Of: “The Best Drupal Security Modules.”

● The Easiest: “The Easiest Way To Make Your Own Website.”

● If I Were You: “Why You Shouldn’t Advertise On Pinterest.”

● Why People Do X: “Why Successful People Don’t Bring Smartphones Into Meetings.”

● The Don't Be Stupid: “9 Resume Mistakes That Will Lose You The Job.”

● The List: “5 Awesome Headlines That Drive User Engagement.”

● The headline or title you use depends on the purpose of the article and the audience you 

are targeting.



3. Use headings to break up long articles







What you can do:

● Before writing a post, consider organizing your thoughts in logical 

chunks by first outlining what you'll write.

● Use simple and concise headings.

● Use keyword-rich headings to aid skimming.



4. Help Readers Scan Your Webpages Quickly





What you can do:

● Make the first few words count,

● Front-load keywords in webpage titles, headings and links.

● Use the inverted pyramid writing style to place important 

information at the top of your articles.



5. Use Bulleted Lists and Text Formatting



What you can do:

● Consider breaking up a paragraph into bulleted points.

● Highlight important information in bold and italics.



6. Make Hyperlinked Text User-Friendly



What you can do:

The  Incorrect  Way:

The correct Way:



7. Use Visuals Strategically



What you can do:

● Make sure images you use aid or support textual content.

● Avoid stock photos and meaningless visuals.



Follow design standards and be consistent



Emotion and Design
Usability Vs. User Experience



Level Description Characteristic
Visceral Makesfast, 

automatic, 

judgments on 

what’s good or bad

Smooth, symmetrical, 

comfortable, weight, 

soothing colors.

Behavioral Focuson 

performance 

(appearance and 

rationale don’t 

matter)

Easy, pleasurable and/or 

effective

Reflective Rationalization and 

intellectualization 

of a product

Famous (or under-the 

radar),quality brand, 

association with a person or 

group, expensive.  







What you can do:

● Remember, a user's experience starts even before any 

engagement has happened.

● Consider the three levels of visual design when designing 

or creating content.

● Design such that your website reflects your brand's image 

and meets user's emotional expectations.



Our Design Principles

1. Start with needs. (User needs not government needs)

2. Design with data in mind.  Data informed, not data driven.

3. Iterate.  Then iterate again.

4. Understand context.

5. Consistently Consistent



Research Tools Landscape

https://travel.state.gov/content/travel.html
https://digital.gov/dap/
https://www.google.com/webmasters/tools/search-analytics?hl=en&siteUrl=https://share.america.gov/
https://insights.hotjar.com/r?site=149317&recording=1305975056&token=dea013d55c07171c65a4ff82170d1a59
https://insights.hotjar.com/h?site=149317&heatmap=2473243&token=e9e1c0b1aebb8b221e2225fd4012c600
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Ile_Vz3WgwFzseYD3dvElmfZJvwOOihM/view?usp=sharing


What you can do:

● Send us an email to embassy.america.gov

● Slack Channel: #emb-digital-managers



Thank You



Questions?


